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Philosophy of Love: An Overview

This article examines the nature of love and some of the ethical and political ramifications. For the
philosopher, the question “what is love?” generates a host of issues: love is an abstract noun which means for
some it is a word unattached to anything real or sensible, that is all; for others, it is a means by which our
being — our self and its world — are irrevocably affected once we are ‘touched by love’; some have sought to
analyze it, others have preferred to leave it in the realm of the ineffable.

Yet it is undeniable that love plays an enormous and unavoidable role in our several cultures; we find it
discussed in song, film, and novels — humorously or seriously; it is a constant theme of maturing life and a
vibrant theme for youth. Philosophically, the nature of love has, since the time of the Ancient Greeks, been a
mainstay in philosophy, producing theories that range from the materialistic conception of love as purely a
physical phenomenon — an animalistic or genetic urge that dictates our behavior — to theories of love as an
intensely spiritual affair that in its highest permits us to touch divinity. Historically, in the Western tradition,
Plato’s Symposium presents the initiating text, for it provides us with an enormously influential and attractive
notion that love is characterized by a series of elevations, in which animalistic desire or base lust is superseded
by a more intellectual conception of love which also is surpassed by what may be construed by a theological
vision of love that transcends sensual attraction and mutuality. Since then there have been detractors and
supporters of Platonic love as well as a host of alternative theories — including that of Plato’s student, Aristotle
and his more secular theory of true love reflecting what he described as ‘two bodies and one soul.’

The philosophical treatment of love transcends a variety of sub-disciplines including epistemology,
metaphysics, religion, human nature, politics and ethics. Often statements or arguments concerning love, its
nature and role in human life for example connect to one or all the central theories of philosophy, and is often
compared with, or examined in the context of, the philosophies of sex and gender as well as body and
intentionality. The task of a philosophy of love is to present the appropriate issues in a cogent manpner,
drawing on relevant theories of human nature, desire, ethics, and so on.

1. The Nature of Love: Eros, Philia, and Agape

The philosophical discussion regarding love logically begins with questions concerning its nature. This implies
that love has a “nature,” a proposition that some may oppose arguing that love is conceptually irrational, in
the sense that it cannot be described in rational or meaningful propositions. For such critics, who are
presenting a metaphysical and epistemological argument, love may be an ejection of emotions that defy
rational examination; on the other hand, some languages, such as Papuan, do not even admit the concept,
which negates the possibility of a philosophical examination. In English, the word “love,” which is derived
from Germanic forms of the Sanskrit lubh (desire), is broadly defined and hence imprecise, which generates
first order problems of definition and meaning, which are resolved to some extent by the reference to the
Greek terms, eros, philia, and agape.

a. Eros

The term eros (Greek erasthai) is used to refer to that part of love constituting a passionate, intense desire for
something; it is often referred to as a sexual desire, hence the modern notion of “erotic” (Greek erotikos).
In Plato‘s writings however, eros is held to be a common desire that seeks transcendental beauty-the particular
beauty of an individual reminds us of true beauty that exists in the world of Forms or Ideas (Phaedrus 249E:
“he who loves the beautiful is called a lover because he partakes of it.” Trans. Jowett). The Platonic-Socratic
position maintains that the love we generate for beauty on this earth can never be truly satisfied until we die;
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but in the meantime we should aspire beyond the particular stimulating image in front of us to the
contemplation of beauty in itself. :

The implication of the Platonic theory of eros is that ideal beauty, which is reflected in the particular images of
beauty we find, becomes interchangeable across people and things, ideas, and art: to love is to love the
Platonic form of beauty-not a particular individual, but the element they posses of true (Ideal) beauty.
Reciprocity is not necessary to Plato’s view of love, for the desire is for the object (of Beauty), than for, say, the
company of another and shared values and pursuits.

Many in the Platonic vein of philosophy hold that love is an intrinsically higher value than appetitive or
physical desire. Physical desire, they note, is.held in common with the animal kingdom. Hence, it is of a lower
order of reaction and stimulus than a rationally induced love—that is, a love produced by rational discourse
and exploration of ideas, which in turn defines the pursuit of Ideal beauty. Accordingly, the physical love of an -
object, an idea, or a person in itself is not a proper form of love, love being a reflection of that part of the
object, idea, or person, that partakes in Ideal beauty.

b. Philia

In contrast to the desiring and passionate yearning of eros, philia entails a fondness and appreciation of the
other. For the Greeks, the term philia incorporated not just friendship, but also loyalties to family and polis-
one’s political community, job, or discipline. Philia for another may be motivated, as Aristotle explains in
the Nicomachean Ethics, Book VIII, for the agent’s sake or for the other’s own sake. The motivational
distinctions are derived from love for another because the friendship is wholly useful as in the case of business
contacts, or because their character and values are pleasing (with the implication that if those attractive habits
change, so too does the friendship), or for the other in who they are in themselves, regardless of oné’s interests
in the matter. The English concept of friendship roughly captures Aristotle’s notion of philia, as he writes:
“things that cause friendship are: doing kindnesses; doing them unasked; and not proclaiming the fact when
they are done” (Rhetoric, I1. 4, trans. Rhys Roberts).

Aristotle elaborates on the kinds of things we seek in proper friendship, suggesting that the proper basis
for philia is objective: those who share our dispositions, who bear no grudges, who seek what we do, who are
temperate, and just, who admire us appropriately as we admire them, and so on. Philia could not emanate
from those who are quarrelsome, gossips, aggressive in manner and personality, who are unjust, and so on.
The best characters, it follows, may produce the best kind of friendship and hence love: indeed, how to be a
good character worthy of philia is the theme of the Nicomachaen Ethics. The most rational man is he who
would be the happiest, and he, therefore, who is capable of the best form of friendship, which between two
“who are good, and alike in virtue” is rare (NE, VIIL4 trans. Ross). We can surmise that love between such
equals-Aristotle’s rational and happy men-would be perfect, with circles of diminishing quality for those who
are morally removed from the best. He characterizes such love as “a sort of excess of feeling”. (INE, VIII.6)

Friendships of a lesser quality may also be based on the pleasure or utility that is derived from another’s
company. A business friendship is based on utility—on mutual reciprocity of similar business interests; once
the business is at an end, then the friendship dissolves. This is similar to those friendships based on the
pleasure that is derived from the other’s company, which is not a pleasure enjoyed for whom the other person
is in himself, but in the flow of pleasure from his actions or humour.

The first condition for the highest form of Aristotelian love is that a man loves himself. Without an egoistic
basis, he cannot extend sympathy and affection to others (NE, IX.8). Such self-love is not hedonistic, or
glorified, depending on the pursuit of immediate pleasures or the adulation of the crowd, it is instead a
reflection of his pursuit of the noble and virtuous, which culminate in the pursuit of the reflective life.
Friendship with others is required “since his purpose is to contemplate worthy actions... to live pleasantly...
sharing in discussion and thought” as is appropriate for the virtuous man and his friend (VE, IX.9). The
morally virtuous man deserves in turn the love of those below him; he is not obliged to give an equal love in
return, which implies that the Aristotelian concept of love is elitist or perfectionist: “In all friendships
implying inequality the love also should be proportional, i.e. the better should be more loved than he loves.”
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(NE, VIII, 7,). Reciprocity, although not necessarily equal, is a condition of Aristotelian love and friendship,
although parental love can involve a one-sided fondness.

c. Agape

love for all humanity. (The Hebrew ahev has a slightly wider semantic range than agape).Agape arguably
draws on elements from both eros and philia in that it seeks a perfect kind of love that is at once a fondness, a
transcending of the particular, and a passion without the necessity of reciprocity. The concept is expanded on
in the Judaic-Christian tradition of loving God: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with
all your soul, and with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5) and loving “thy neighbour as thyself” (Leviticus
19:18). The love of God requires absolute devotion that is reminiscent of Plato’s love of Beauty (and Christian
and desire that transcends earthly cares and obstacles. Aquinas, on the other hand, picked up on the
Aristotelian theories of friendship and love to proclaim God as the most rational being and hence the most
deserving of one’s love, respect, and considerations.

The universalist command to “love thy neighbor as thyself” refers the subject to those surrounding him, whom
he should love unilaterally if necessary. The command employs the logic of mutual reciprocity, and hints at an
Aristotelian basis that the subject should love himself in some appropriate manner: for awkward results would
ensue if he loved himself in a particularly inappropriate, perverted manner! (Philosophers can debate the
nature of “self-love” implied in this-from the Aristotelian notion that self-love is necessary for any kind of
interpersonal love, to the condemnation of egoism and the impoverished examples that pride and self-
glorification from which to base one’s love of another. St. Augustine relinquishes the debate—he claims that no
command is needed for a man to love himself (De bono viduitatis, xxi.) Analogous to the logic of “it is better to
give than to receive”, the universalism of agaperequires an initial invocation from someone: in a reversal of
the Aristotelian position, the onus for the Christian is on the morally superior to extend love to others.
Nonetheless, the command also entails an egalitarian love-hence the Christian code to “love thy enemies”
(Matthew 5:44-45). Such love transcends any perfectionist or aristocratic notions that some are (or should be)
more loveable than others. Agapefinds echoes in the ethics of Kant and Kierkegaard, who assert the moral

importance of giving impartial respect or love to another person gua human being in the abstract.

However, loving one’s neighbor impartially (James 2:9) invokes serious ethical concerns, especially if the
neighbor ostensibly does not warrant love. Debate thus begins on what elements of a neighbor’s conduct
should be included in agape, and which should be excluded. Early Christians asked whether the principle
applied only to disciples of Christ or to all. The impartialists won the debate asserting that the neighbor’s
humanity provides the primary condition of being loved; nonetheless his actions may require a second order
of criticisms, for the logic of brotherly love implies that it is a moral improvement on brotherly hate. For
metaphysical dualists, loving the soul rather than the neighbor’s body or deeds provides a useful escape clause-
or in turn the justification for penalizing the other’s body for sin and moral transgressions, while releasing the
proper object of love-the soul-from its secular torments. For Christian pacifists, “turning the other cheek” to
aggression and violence implies a hope that the aggressor will eventually learn to comprehend the higher
values of peace, forgiveness, and a love for humanity.

The universalism of agape runs counter to the partialism of Aristotle and poses a variety of ethical
implications. Aquinas admits a partialism in love towards those we are related while maintaining that we
should be charitable to all, whereas others such as Kierkegaard insist on impartiality. Recently, Hugh
LaFallotte (1991) has noted that to love those one is partial towards is not necessarily a negation of the
impartiality principle, for impartialism could admit loving those closer to one as an impartial principle, and,
employing Aristotle’s conception of self-love, iterates that loving others requires an intimacy that can only be
gained from being partially intimate. Others would claim that the concept of universal love, of loving all
equally, is not only impracticable, but logically empty-Aristotle, for example, argues: “One cannot be a friend
to many people in the sense of having friendship of the perfect type with them, just as one cannot be in love
with many people at once (for love is a sort of excess of feeling, and it is the nature of such only to be felt
towards one person)” (NE, VIIL.6).
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What Is LOVE?

By Paul Gray;Hannah Bloch/New York and Sally B. Donnelly/Los Angeles

What is this thing called love? What? Is this thing called love? What is this thing called? Love.

HOWEVER PUNCTUATED, COLE Porter's simple question begs an answer. Love's symptoms are familiar enough: a drifting
mooniness in thought and behavior, the mad conceit that the entire universe has rolled itself up into the person of the beloved, a
conviction that no one on earth has ever felt so torrentially about a fellow creature before. Love is ecstasy and torment, freedom

and slavery. Poets and songwriters would be in a fine mess without it. Plus, it makes the world go round.

Until recently, scientists wanted no part of it.

The reason for this avoidance, this reluctance to study what is probably life's most intense emotion, is not difficult to track down.
Love is mushy; science is hard. Anger and fear, feelings that have been considerably researched in the field and the lab, can be
quantified through measurements: pulse and breathing rates, muscle contractions, a whole spider web of involuntary responses.
Love does not register as definitively on the instruments; it leaves a blurred fingerprint that could be mistaken for anything from
indigestion to a manic attack. Anger and fear have direct roles -- fighting or running -- in the survival of the species. Since it is
possible (a cynic would say commonplace) for humans to mate and reproduce without ) love, all the attendant sighing and

swooning and sonnet writing have struck many pragmatic investigators as beside the evolutionary point.

So biologists and anthropologists assumed that it would be fruitless, even frivolous, to study love's evolutionary origins, the way
it was encoded in our genes or imprinted in our brains. Serious scientists simply assumed that love -- and especially Romantic
Love -- was really all in the head, put there five or six centuries ago when civilized societies first found enough spare time to

indulge in flowery prose. The task of writing the book of love was ceded to playwrights, poets and pulp novelists.

But during the past decade, scientists across a broad range of disciplines have had a change of heart about love. The amount of
research expended on the tender passion has never been more intense. Explanations for this rise in interest vary. Some cite the
spreading threat of AIDS; with casual sex carrying mortal risks, it seems important to know more about a force that binds
couples faithfully together. Others point to the growing number of women scientists and suggest that they may be more willing
than their male colleagues to take love seriously. Says Elaine Hatfield, the author of Love, Sex, and Intimacy: Their Psychology,
Biology, and History: "When I was back at Stanford in the 1960s, they said studying love and human relationships was a quick
way to ruin my career. Why not go where the real work was being done: on how fast rats could run?" Whatever the reasons,
science seems to have come around to a view that nearly everyone else has always taken for granted: romance is real. It is not

merely a conceit; it is bred into our biology.

Getting to this point logically is harder than it sounds. The love-as- cultural-delusion argument has long seemed unassailable.
What actually accounts for the emotion, according to this scenario, is that people long ago made the mistake of taking fanciful
literary tropes seriously. Ovid's Ars Amatoria is often cited as a major source of misreadings, its instructions followed, its ironies
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ignored. Other prime suspects include the 12th century troubadours in Provence who more or less invented the Art of Courtly
Love, an elaborate, etiolated ritual for idle noblewomen and aspiring swains that would have been broken to bits by any hint of

physical consummation.

Ever since then, the injunction to love and to be loved has hummed nonstop through popular culture; it is a dominant theme in
music, films, novels, magazines and nearly everything shown on TV. Love is a formidable and thoroughly proved commercial

engine; people will buy and do almost anything that promises them a chance at the bliss of romance.

But does all this mean that love is merely a phony emotion that we picked up because our culture celebrates it? Psychologist
Lawrence Casler, author of Is Marriage Necessary?, forcefully thinks so, at least at first: "I don't believe love is part of human
nature, not for a minute. There are social pressures at work." Then falls a shadow over this certainty. "Even if it is a part of

human nature, like crime or violence, it's not necessarily desirable."

WEell, love either is or is not intrinsic to our species; having it both ways leads nowhere. And the contention that romance is an
entirely acquired trait -- overly imaginative troubadours' revenge on muddled literalists -- has always rested on some teetery

premises.

For one thing, there is the chicken/egg dilemma. Which came first, sex or love? If the reproductivé imperative was as dominant
as Darwinians maintain, sex probably led the way. But why was love hatched in the process, since it was presumably
unnecessary to get things started in the first place? Furthermore, what has sustained romance -- that odd collection of tics and
impulses -- over the centuries? Most mass hallucinations, such as the 17th century tulip mania in Holland, flame out fairly
rapidly when people realize the absurdity of what they have been doing and, as the common saying goes, come to their senses.
When people in love come to their senses, they tend to orbit with added energy around each other and look more helplessly loopy
and self-besotted. If romance were purely a figment, unsupported by any rational or sensible evidence, then surely most folks

would be immune to it by now. Look around. It hasn't happened. Love is still in the air.

And it may be far more widespread than even romantics imagined. Those who argue that love is a cultural fantasy have tended
to do so from a Eurocentric and class-driven point of view. Romance, they say, arose thanks to amenities peculiar to the West:
leisure time, a modicum of creature comforts, a certain level of refinement in the arts and letters. When these trappings are

absent, so is romance. Peasants mated; aristocrats fell in love.

But last year a study conducted by anthropologists William Jankowiak of the University of Nevada-Las Vegas and Edward
Fischer of Tulane University found evidence of romantic love in at least 147 of the 166 cultures they studied. This discovery, if
borne out, should pretty well wipe out the idea that love is an invention of the Western mind rather than a biological fact. Says
Jankowiak: "It is, instead, a universal phenomenon, a panhuman characteristic that stretches across cultures. Societies like ours
have the resources to show love through candy and flowers, but that does not mean that the lack of resources in other cultures

indicates the absence of love."”

Some scientists are not startled by this contention. One of them is anthropologist Helen Fisher, a research associate at the
American Museum of Natural History and the author of Anatomy of Love: The Natural History of Monogamy, Adultery and
Divorce, a recent book that is making waves among scientists and the general reading public. Says Fisher: "I've never not
thought that love was a very primitive, basic human emotion, as basic as fear, anger or joy. It is so evident. I guess

anthropologists have just been busy doing other things."

Among the things anthropologists -- often knobby-kneed gents in safari shorts -- tended to do in the past was ask questions
about courtship and marriage rituals. This now seems a classic example, as the old song has it, of looking for love in all the
wrong places. In many cultures, love and marriage do not go together. Weddings can have all the romance of corporate
mergers, signed and sealed for family or territorial interests. This does not mean, Jankowiak insists, that love does not exist in
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such cultures; it erupts in clandestine forms, "a phenomenon to be dealt with."

Somewhere about this point, the specter of determinism begins once again to flap and cackle. If science is going to probe and
prod and then announce that we are all scientifically fated to love -- and to love preprogrammed types -- by our genes and
chemicals, then a lot of people would just as soon not know. If there truly is a biological predisposition to love, as more and more
scientists are coming to believe, what follows is a recognition of the amazing diversity in the ways humans have chosen to
express the feeling. The cartoon images of cavemen bopping cavewomen over the head and dragging them home by their hair?
Love. Helen of Troy, subjecting her adopted city to 10 years of ruinous siege? Love. Romeo and Juliet? Ditto. Joe in Accounting
making a fool of himself around the water cooler over Susan in Sales? Love. Like the , universe, the more we learn about love,

the more preposterous and mysterious it is likely to appear.
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More and More
Margaret Atwood

More and more frequently the edges

of me dissolve and | become

a wish to assimilate the world, including
you, if possible through the skin

like a cool plant's tricks with oxygen
and live by a harmless green burning.

| would not consume

you or ever

finish, you would still be there
surrounding me, complete

as the air.

Unfortunately | don't have leaves.
Instead | have eyes

and teeth and other non-green
things which rule out osmosis.

So be careful, | mean it,
| give you fair warning:

This kind of hunger draws
everything into its own
space; nor can we

talk it all over, have a calm
rational discussion.

There is no reason for this, only
a starved dog's logic about bones.



SONNET 116
William Shakespeare

Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove:
O nol it 1s an ever-fixed mark
That looks on tempests and is never shaken;
It is the star to every wandering bark,
Whose worth's unknown, although his height be taken.
Love's not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle's compass come:
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,
But bears it out even to the edge of doom.
If this be error and upon me proved,
I never writ, nor no man ever loved.



True Love

True love. Is it normal

is it serious, is it practical?

What does the world get from two people
who exist in a world of their own?

Placed on the same pedestal for no good reason,

drawn randomly from millions but convinced

it had to happen this way - in reward for what?

For nothing.

The light descends from nowhere.

Why on these two and not on others?

Doesn't this outrage justice? Yes it does.

Doesn't it disrupt our painstakingly erected principles,
and cast the moral from the peak? Yes on both accounts.

Look at the happy couple.

Couldn't they at least try to hide it,

fake a little depression for their friends' sake?
Listen to them laughing - its an insult.

The language they use - deceptively clear.

And their little celebrations, rituals,

the elaborate mutual routines -

it's obviously a plot behind the human race's back!

It's hard even to guess how far things might go
if people start to follow their example.

What could religion and poetry count on?

What would be remembered? What renounced?
Who'd want to stay within bounds?

True love. Is it really necessary?

Tact and common sense tell us to pass over it in silence,
like a scandal in Life's highest circles.

Perfectly good children are born without its help.

It couldn't populate the planet in a million years,

it comes along so rarely.

Let the people who never find true love
keep saying that there's no such thing.

Their faith will make it easier for them to live and die.

Wislawa Szymborska
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